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Abstract 
Purpose – This study proposes the emotional response of gratitude as a mediating 
mechanism to explain the relationship between perceptions of service organisations’ 
relationship marketing investments, customer cynicism and reciprocity, and overall 
satisfaction, long-term relationship intention and trust. 
 
Design/methodology/approach – Using theories from service marketing and consumer 
psychology this current study develops and tests a Customer Gratitude Model (CGM). A field 
survey was conducted to collect the data. AMOS 23 was employed to conduct measurement 
and path analysis including invariance tests and mediation analysis.      
 
Findings – Results indicate that gratitude fully mediates the relationship between cynicism 
and long-term relationship intentions and partially mediates between perceived relationship 
marketing investments, reciprocity and customer intentions to build long-term relationship 
with organisation.       
 
Research implications –This study contributes to services marketing literature by examining 
the emergent role of gratitude between customer perceptions of service organisations and pro-
organisation attitudes, like overall satisfaction, relationship intentions and trust.  
 
Practical implications – This research encourages service organisations to implement 
relationship building strategies, beyond that of purely economic benefits, that seek to enhance  
the emotion of gratitude, which will lead to greater overall customer satisfaction, trust and 
long-term relationships.                                                                                      
Originality/value – Despite emphasising relationship longevity between customers and 
service organisations, literature has not yet focused on the role of gratitude. Our Customer 
Gratitude Model provides valuable insights for further inquiries. 
 
Keywords: Gratitude, Cynicism, Reciprocity, Relationship Marketing Investments, 
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Paper type: Research paper 
 
1. Introduction  
 
Relationship longevity between a firm and their customers has been a topic of interest to 
many researchers and service organisations (Raggio et al., 2014b, Shahin Sharifi and Rahim 
Esfidani, 2014). Service literature began in the 1980s to recognise the relational perspective 
driving long-term commitments (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Webster, 1995) in both marketing 
theory and practice. Throughout this period, service organisations invested time and effort 
into developing stronger, mutually beneficial relationships with their customers. While earlier 
approaches to relationship marketing were essentially based on the economic nature of the 
relationship, such as discounts and rewards (Rust, Zeithaml and Lemon, 2000), recent 
literature posits the interpersonal nature of relationship marketing efforts to establish, develop 
and maintain successful long-term relationships with customers (De Wulf et al., 2001, Dwyer 
et al., 1987, Palmatier et al., 2009). Herein, customers perceive the efforts organisations 
expend to establish, improve and build such relationships (Palmatier et al., 2009) rather than 
simply the economic outcomes of such relationships. As traditional methods of relationship 
marketing activities begin to mature, offering weak value propositions and little 
differentiation (Capizzi and Ferguson, 2005), emergent research is beginning to examine 
emotional mechanisms such as gratitude that may encourage relationship longevity between 
customers and organisations (Fazal-e-Hasan, Lings, Neale & Mortimer, 2014).  
 
Gratitude is a voluntary, other-directed emotional response that arises from the 
recognition that a benefit has been received from an organisation (Froh et al., 2009, Raggio et 
al., 2014a). Gratitude is a significant component of business-to-customer relationships 
(Morales, 2005) and may offer valuable insights into the mediating mechanism by which 
perceptions of relationship marketing investments may attain the desired levels of the 
longevity of the relationship between customers and the organisation. Despite emphasising 
the relationship longevity between customers and organisations, services marketing literature 
has not yet focused on customer gratitude as a mediating mechanism that can explain the 
relationship between customer perceptions of organisations relationship marketing 
investments and pro-organisation attitudes, like satisfaction.  
 
While the focus of previous studies has been on the economic nature of relationship 
marketing investment as an antecedent to gratitude, this is the first study that highlights the 
norm of reciprocity and customer cynicism as two additional psychological mechanisms that 
might better explain what stimulates or inhibits the cultivation of gratitude. Cynicism is 
defined as an attitude of disbelief in the sincerity of others’ motives and actions (Chylinski 
and Chu, 2010). Reciprocity is defined as a social norm that suggests voluntarily treating 
other people as they treat you (Howells, 2014, Kolm, 2008). While earlier works have 
identified the positive relationship between gratitude and commitment (Palmatier et al., 2009) 
and customer perceived value of relationships (Fazal-e-Hasan et al., 2014); the relationships 
between customer gratitude and overall satisfaction with the organisation remained 
overlooked.  These gaps have been cited as key factors limiting the success of gratitude as an 
important driving force to relationship marketing strategies (Raggio et al., 2014a).   
 
This study proposes the emotional response of gratitude as a mediating mechanism to 
explain the relationship between customer perceptions of organisations’ relationship 
marketing investments, cynicism and reciprocity, and customer overall satisfaction. Given 
that relationship marketing is used extensively by service organisations (Hill and Gandhi, 
2015, Theron et al., 2015), we assert that this current research makes two significant 
contributions. Firstly, we use affect theory of social exchange (Lawler, 2001) to show how 
positive and negative perceptions of one or both exchange partners impact outcomes of the 
exchange process. Secondly, this study will demonstrate that gratitude fully mediates the 
relationship between reciprocity and customer overall satisfaction and partially mediates 
between perceived relationship marketing investments, customer cynicism and customer 
overall satisfaction with the organisation. These important findings should encourage 
organisations to develop and cultivate an environment where investments do not become 
ineffective due to growing customer cynicism and remain successful due to the normative 
pressure of reciprocity. 
 
2. Theory development 
Customer gratitude 
Gratitude stems from the perception that one has benefited due to the actions of 
another (Bono et al., 2015). We conceptualise gratitude as a pleasant emotional response to 
receiving a benefit (Emmons and McCullough, 2004, McCullough et al., 2004). Palmatier et 
al. (2009) consider gratitude to be a distinct positive emotion because it lacks a physiological 
profile, a hardwired behavioural response or a specific neurological process as its natural 
source. In linking the emotional experience of gratitude with its behavioural responses, 
Steindl-Rast (2004) further defines gratitude and its related expressions as having two 
modalities: gratefulness and thankfulness. According to Steindl-Rast (2004), gratefulness 
represents a state or an emotional response, whereas thankfulness is an action and/or an 
expression. Thankfulness, as an expression of gratitude, can be expressed in a facial, vocal or 
gestural manner, which serves as an indicator of affect (Williams and Bartlett, 2015). 
However, we do not share this view, in that thankfulness is not an integral component of 
gratitude for three reasons; (1) gratitude might be felt without being expressed, (2) its 
behavioural components (i.e. thankfulness) might not necessarily represent gratitude, and (3) 
gratitude might be represented by many different behaviours (as opposed to mere 
thankfulness). Buck (2004), Emmons et al. (2003) and Brooks (2015) support this view and 
maintains that gratitude is an emotional experience and, as with other emotions, one may feel 
gratitude without actually expressing it. 
 
3.2 Antecedents of Customer Gratitude  
Perceived relationship marketing investments 
While relationship marketing activities may involve a multitude of devices, such as 
reward-based loyalty schemes, events or community information evenings (Rust, Zeithaml 
and Lemon, 2000), such activities are considered outcomes or products of relationship 
marketing investments (Palmatier et al, 2009). This current research confines itself to 
examining customers’ perceptions of these investments of resources, time and effort, rather 
than the activities themselves. We adopt this approach because outcomes of relationship 
marketing investments may comprise many different programs, activities or events, and may 
be perceived differently by individual customers (Rust, Zeithaml and Lemon, 2000; Capizzi 
and Ferguson, 2005). For example, while one customer may be highly cynical of a firm 
collecting personal information for a new relationship marketing program, they may be 
satisfied with receiving regular club member discounts. Alternatively, another customer may 
be pleased to receive event invitations, but dissatisfied with other marketing communications. 
Accordingly, we contextualise perceptions of relationship marketing investments as the 
customers awareness of the firms investments of time, resources and effort in forming 
mutually benefitial relationships.     
 
Researchers recognise that relationship marketing activities require interpersonal 
interactions between relational exchange partners in service economies (See for example 
Comstock and Higgins, 1997). Vargo and Lusch (2004) proposed Service Dominant Logic 
(SDL), which suggests that all economies, whether developed or developing, are service 
economies. According to SDL, service is defined as the provision of specific goods and 
competencies, through deeds, processes and performances for the benefit of another entity or 
the entity itself (Lusch and Vargo, 2006). Horvath (2001) complements this point of view by 
noting that mutual interactions between exchange partners are the driving force of any 
relational exchange process. The emerging concept of relationship investments in marketing 
may be explained using Reciprocal Action Theory (Li and Dant, 1997). Reciprocal Action 
Theory explains that exchange partners invest in relationships because they stimulate 
gratitude in the other exchange partner. Coakes et al. (2009) note that relationship marketing 
investments may benefit customers who participate in organisations’ marketing schemes 
through special recognition, access to privilege awards and ease of shopping. Prior research 
has shown that customer perceptions of relationship marketing investments result in positive 
affective and behavioural responses in favour of the service organisation (Aronson and Mills, 
1959, De Wulf et al., 2003). Researchers acknowledge that when customers perceive they 
have received a benefit from an organisation, they experience an affective response like 
gratitude (Buck, 2004, Cochran, 2007, Dahl et al., 2003, Palmatier et al., 2009). Accordingly, 
we argue that customers’ perceptions of  a firms’ relationship marketing investments will 
have a positive impact on the key antecedent of customer gratitude. Based on this discussion, 
the first hypothesis is proposed:   
Hypothesis 1 (H1): Customers’ perceptions of relationship marketing investments 
have a positive relationship with customer gratitude. 
 
 
 
Reciprocity 
In line with De Waal and Brosnan (2006) and Kolm (2008), we define reciprocity as a 
social norm that suggests voluntarily treating other people as they treat you. This treatment 
involves the mutual exchange of benefits which encompasses the broad range of goods and 
services. Broadly researchers have identified two types of reciprocity which include indirect 
and direct reciprocity (Ghang and Nowak, 2015, Sigmund, 2012). Extant literature posits 
indirect reciprocity may be viewed as downstream or upstream; downstream indirect 
reciprocity means that a person who has helped in the past has a higher chance of receiving 
help themselves (Ohtsuki and Iwasa, 2004, Brandt and Sigmund, 2005), while upstream 
indirect reciprocity means that a person who has just received help has an urge to help 
someone too. Direct reciprocity stems from the idea that cooperation emerges in repeated 
encounters between the same two individuals according to the principle ‘I help you, and you 
help me’ (Nowak and Roch, 2007). Here, we assume that the direct reciprocity encourages a 
customer of a benevolent act to experience gratitude and is more likely to reciprocate the 
benefit to the organisation.  
 
Social exchange theory proposes that social behaviour is the result of an exchange 
process (Lawler and Thye, 1999). Rational customers seek to increase their utility within an 
exchange process by maximising their benefits and minimising their costs. In this context, 
customer costs include financial, temporal and physical (effort expended) costs (Markin, 
1979); benefits, on the other hand, are outcomes received from the organisation relationship, 
such as goods and services (Konovsky and Pugh, 1994). When costs outweigh the benefits, 
customers will abandon the organisation; conversely, if the benefits outweigh the costs, 
rational customers should remain loyal (Settoon et al., 1996). In an attempt to ensure that 
customers’ perceived benefits outweigh their perceived costs, many organisations invest 
heavily in marketing relationship activities. If customers perceive the organisation has made 
significant investments and efforts into building these relationships with them, the normative 
pressure of reciprocity encourages customers to invest in the relationship, through re-
patronising, increased spending or engaging in positive WOM. Based on these arguments, we 
propose that; 
Hypothesis (H2): Customers’ perceptions of relationship marketing investments have 
a positive relationship with Reciprocity  
Hypothesis (H3): Reciprocity is positively related to customer gratitude. 
 
Customer cynicism 
Literature from organisational psychology highlights cynicism as one of the most 
common enduring negative traits that adversely affect the cultivation of positive emotions 
such as gratitude (Neves, 2012, Dean et al., 1998). Cynicism is defined as an attitude of 
disbelief in the sincerity of others’ motives and actions (Chylinski and Chu, 2010). Graham 
(1990) asserts that individuals with a cynical attitude perceive others as insincere and do not 
believe in the trustworthiness of relationships. Highlighting the negativity of customer-brand 
relationship, Fournier and Alvarez (2013) draw upon the appraisal theory of emotions 
(Roseman et al., 1990) which state that a customers’ perceptions of self-caused negative 
experiences stimulate negative emotional responses such guilt or regret, while other-caused 
negative experiences are likely to lead to emotional responses such as anger, regret or 
enduring responses such as cynicism. If customers perceive that an organisations’ 
relationship marketing investments are simply self-serving, making customers feel obligated 
to reciprocate, this may cause customers to be cynical towards the organisation. 
 
 Research over the past two decades indicates that cynicism is rising in general, which 
increasingly impacts on the customers’ decision-making and their ability to respond to firms’ 
offerings (Chylinski and Chu, 2010, Leung et al., 2010). Mirvis and Kanter (1991) further 
highlight that cynical customers believe most firms never reveal the real facts about product 
offerings and decisions, because management is more interested in short-term profits than 
long-term sustainability (Brandes and Das, 2006). Mirvis and Kanter (1989) describe three 
perceptions of organisations that make their customers cynical: (1) firms cannot be trusted, 
(2) organisations do not care about customers, and (3) firms’ time is at a premium. In another 
study, Mirvis and Kanter (1991) illustrate three key drivers of cynicism in customers: (1) 
unrealistically high expectations of oneself and firms, (2) the experience of disappointment in 
oneself and firms, which may result in feelings of frustration, and (3) disillusionment due to 
the perception of being deceived by firms or their representatives. Other researchers highlight 
factors such as customer scams (Langenderfer and Shimp, 2001), fraud, deceptive practices, 
misleading advertising claims (Grazioli and Jarvenpaa, 2003), and customer litigation 
(Golann, 1990, Chylinski and Chu, 2010). In the light of the discussion mentioned above, this 
research proposes that customer cynicism is worthy of investigation as an important 
antecedent to gratitude. 
 
Goal incongruence helps to explain how cynicism leaves a negative impact on the 
cultivation of customer gratitude. Customers who experience goal incongruence engage in 
negative (cynical) behaviours (Chylinski and Chu, 2010). Cynicism develops a disbelief of an 
organisations’ motives, policies or marketing claims (Grazioli and Jarvenpaa, 2003, Olson 
and Dover, 1978). For example, customers may have unrealistically high expectations of 
organisations’ investments and efforts in developing mutually beneficial relationships with 
them. When a customer believes the firm has not invested sufficient time, energy or resources 
into those efforts, they may become cynical. Further, a customer may experience 
disappointment or disillusionment during the exchange process, and again feel the 
organisation has failed to invest appropriately in such relationship marketing efforts (Mirvis 
and Kanter, 1991). As a result of the enduring negative trait of cynicism (Neves, 2012, Dean 
et al., 1998), customer-directed marketing investments may not be perceived as valuable or 
genuine by customers, which results in reduced affective responses such as gratitude. Thus, a 
cynical customer is less likely to feel grateful towards the organisation. Based on this 
discussion, the fourth and fifth hypotheses are proposed: 
Hypothesis 4 (H4): Customers’ perceptions of relationship marketing investments 
have a negative relationship with customer cynicism  
Hypothesis 5 (H5): Customer cynicism is negatively related to customer gratitude. 
 
3.3 Consequence of Gratitude  
Most theories of relationship marketing emphasise the role of satisfaction in 
performance outcomes. Palmatier et al. (2009) conducted a meta-analysis that indicated that a 
large body of research in business-to-consumer (B2C) markets empirically established that 
relationship marketing investments enhance customer overall satisfaction. In turn, these 
relational outcomes influence customer-generated corporate benefits, leading to superior 
organisational performance. Further, the role of customer overall satisfaction in establishing, 
building and maintaining relationships with organisations has been highlighted in several 
studies; studies of satisfaction and trust (Dwyer et al., 1987, Crosby, 2002); and studies of 
satisfaction, cooperation and relationship stability. Considerable consensus exists that overall 
satisfaction can be used to estimate the strength of relationship longevity between customers 
and the organisation.  
  
Overall Satisfaction  
          Overall satisfaction is defined as a cumulative evaluation of a customer’s total 
consumption experiences with a service over time (Garbarino and Johnson, 1999a). The 
elaboration likelihood model of persuasion (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986) suggests that changes 
in cognition-focused attitude (i.e. satisfaction) take place because of either evaluative 
judgments or evaluative inference about the service related experience of a person. A positive 
affective response such as gratitude, arising from a firm’s relationship marketing investments, 
results in peripheral information processing and gratitude enables customers to infer a 
positive outcome from the interaction with the firm. Accordingly, gratitude, as a positive 
emotion, impacts other positive emotions, such as satisfaction. This affect infusion, a process 
whereby affectively loaded information impacts on the customer decision-making process, 
deliberations and eventually improving the decision outcomes,  is well documented (Forgas, 
1995). For instance, Liljander and Strandvik (1997) demonstrate that affects and emotions 
have a positive impact on service satisfaction. Machleit and Mantel (2001) also show that pre 
and post purchase satisfaction has an effect on higher levels of gratitude. This leads to the 
sixth hypothesis: 
Hypothesis 6 (H6): Customer gratitude has a direct positive impact on overall 
customer satisfaction with the organisation.  
 
In bringing these hypotheses together, a model is developed to describe the antecedent 
role of perceived relationship marketing investments, customer cynicism and reciprocity to 
gratitude and customer overall satisfaction as a consequence of customer gratitude. Our 
customer gratitude model is presented in Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1: Customer Gratitude Model 
 
 
Methodology 
A survey-based method was deemed appropriate to examine the relationships between the 
variables in the Customer Gratitude Model. The data was obtained via a paper-based survey, 
administered to 1600 students attending three leading universities, resulting in a response rate 
of 68.4% (i.e. 1104). Participants were approached and asked to ‘recall a service 
organisation that they had visited in the past week’. Participants selected a range of service 
organisations from hairdressers, hotels, car wash facilities and dry cleaners. Participants then 
responded to a series of multi-item Likert measures on a seven-point scale, ranging from 
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7), to capture the constructs studied; perceived 
relationship marketing investments (DeWulf et al., 2001), reciprocity (Wu et al., 2006), 
cynicism (Schein, 1967), gratitude (McCollough et al., 2002) and overall satisfaction 
(Ganesan, 1994). To maximise face and content validity, these previously validated measures 
were pre-tested twice. The items were firstly presented to three consumer behaviour 
academics, selected on the basis of their field of research (DeVellis, 2003). Each academic 
was asked to rate how well the items respresented each construct (Sekaran, 2000). The 
researchers adapted the wording of the measures to suit the context of the research. A pilot 
questionnaire was then distributed to participants in a training workshop at a public university 
in Australia. Three of the participants were Ph.D. graduates, and the others were Ph.D. 
students of different disciplines of various universities of Australia. The pilot study helped 
the researcher identify if the measures were able to tap into the concept of gratitude (and 
other constructs) adequately and appropriately. Minor modifications to the wording and 
format of the questionnaire were made. 
 
Once collected, the data set was cleaned by initially checking for missing data, outliers 
(Tabachnick and Fiddell, 2013), non-response and common method biases (Armstrong and 
Overton, 1977; Podsakoff, Mackemzie, Lee and Podsakoff, 2003). The dataset was then 
randomly split into two subsets (i.e. Dataset (1) [N=542] and Dataset (2) [N=563]. Dataset 
(1) was used to test the measurement model (i.e. for confirmatory factor analysis). Dataset (2) 
was employed to test the structural model using path analysis. Hansen (2000) recommends 
that the sample should be split into two, reducing the chance of obtaining the spurious results. 
The use of the split sample provides valuable information about the stability of the scale 
(Albright and Park, 2009). In the first subsample used to develop the measure, there is the 
opportunity to confuse unstable, chance factors with reliable co-variation among items. Using 
the second subsample to validate the findings pertaining structural model, eliminates the 
opportunity for systematically assigning reliability to chance results, as this subsample does 
not influence the selection scale items. By the argument presented above, a split sample 
strategy was used. Specifically, a random sample, of approximately half of the responses, was 
used for the measurement development purpose; those cases not selected for scale 
development were used for the structural validation. Second, It is accepted that the minimum 
acceptable size for structural equation modelling (SEM) is 250 (Albright and Park, 2009). 
However, large sample sizes cause concerns about the goodness-of-fit indices, as large 
samples cause them to over-indicate poor fit (Albright and Park, 2009, Arbuckle, 2006).  
 
Analysis 
Analyses were conducted with structural equation modelling (SEM) using SPSS 
AMOS 23. Following a two-step analytical procedure (Hair et al., 2006), the measurement 
model was first evaluated, and the structural model was then assessed. The rationale for this 
two-step approach is to ensure conclusions emanating from structural relationships were 
drawn from a set of measurement instruments with desirable psychometric properties.  
 
Measurement validation  
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) 
Psychometric properties of the constructs were evaluated by conducting a CFA using 
AMOS 23 on the dataset. The fit of the CFA for the study conducted is acceptable, with χ2= 
205.413 df= 80, χ2/df = 2.568, (p < .01), comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.954, standard root 
mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.045, Incremental fit index (IFI) = 0.955 and root mean 
square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.054. Considering all these goodness of fit 
measures, the model is adequately suitable fit to the data from the sample. Table 1 shows that 
the values of Composite Reliability scores of gratitude, overall satisfaction, and perceived 
relationship marketing investment were above than the recommended cut-off i.e. 0.70, 
demonstrating good reliability (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). Reciprocity and cynicism 
were .583 and .523 respectively, slightly lower than the cut-off i.e. 0.70 
 
 
 
Table 1: CFA- Estimates, Z value, Composite Reliability and Average Variance Extracted  
 
Construct Source  Items Item loadings 
Z- 
 Score. CR AVE 
Perceived relationship 
marketing investments 1 
De Wulf et al. 
(2001)  
The organisation makes significant 
investments to building a relationship 
with me. 
0.490 10.829 0.731 0.485 
Perceived relationship 
marketing investments 2   
The organisation works extra hard to 
improve its relationship with me. 0.757 17.204   
Perceived relationship 
marketing investments 3   
The organisation devotes special time 
and effort to our mutual relationship. 0.801 1   
Reciprocity 1 Wu et al. (2006)  
As long as I show my concern for the 
welfare of the organisation, the 
organisation remains concerned for 
my welfare in return. 
0.596 1 0.583 0.318 
Reciprocity 2 
  
There is a balance in the give and 
take between the organisation and 
me. 
 
0.520 9.260   
Reciprocity 3 
  
The benefits the organisation, and I 
provide and receive each other even 
out over time. 
 
0.574 9.940   
Customer cynicism1 Schein (1967)  The organisation is not always sincere in its dealings with me. 0.485 1 0.523 0.272 
Customer cynicism2   
The organisation is willing to give me 
something only because it will help 
them gain profits. 
0.618 6.677   
Customer cynicism3   
The organisation only thinks of itself 
and cares little for its customers’ 
welfare. 
0.445 6.121   
Customer gratitude 1 McCullough et al. (2002)  
I am very thankful for the benefits 
that the organisation provides me. 0.523 1 0.782 0.555 
Customer gratitude 2   The organisation gives me the benefits that are important to me. 0.855 11.917   
Customer gratitude 3   
I could not have got where I am today 
without the benefits the organisation 
has provided me. 
 
0.812 11.776   
Customer Satisfaction 1 Ganesan (1994)  It is a pleasure to deal with the organisation 0.733 1 0.805 0.580 
Customer Satisfaction 2 
  
I am very satisfied with the support 
and assistance that I receive from the 
organisation. 
0.806 18.119   
Customer Satisfaction 3   The organisation always does its best to solve my problems  0.743 16.702   
Construct Source  Items Item loadings 
Z- 
 Score. CR AVE 
(N= 563), All item loading are significant at p< 0.01 level, Where CR= Composite Reliability, AVE= Average variance extracted,  
 
Table 1 demonstrates that all item loadings are significant (p < .01), in support of 
convergent validity (Gerbing and Anderson, 1988). Customer overall satisfaction and 
customer gratitude achieved convergent validity having values higher than .50. However, 
reciprocity and customer cynicism were significantly, and perceived relationship marketing 
investment was slightly lower than 0.50. Low values of AVE reciprocity and customer 
cynicism were expected as the nature of items were formative. Respondents perceived 
formative item as representing distinct constructs and responded each item differently. 
Inspection of inter-factor correlation matrix further revealed (see Table 2) low correlations 
between the constructs, other than the perceived relationship marketing investments and 
reciprocity and customer overall satisfaction, extending further support for constructs’ 
discriminant validity. Average variance of each of customer gratitude and cynicism was 
greater than its shared variance with any other construct suggesting discriminant validity 
between them (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). However, average variances of reciprocity and 
perceived relationship marketing investment were lower than their shared variance with any 
other construct.  As a further check, chi-square difference test suggested by Bagozzi et al. 
(1991) was undertaken to examine the discriminant validity of moderately high correlations 
between reciprocity and perceived relationship marketing investment. The significant values 
returned by chi-square difference test between perceived relationship marketing investment 
and reciprocity (∆χ²= 1828.784/89 – 1834.109/90 = 5.325, df. =1; p< .05) and perceived 
relationship marketing investment and customer overall satisfaction (∆χ²= 1588.406/89 – 
1608.394/90 = 19.988, df. =1; p< .01) indicates the discriminant validity between the 
constructs. 
 
Table 2: Mean, Standard deviation and Inter-factor Correlation 
Construct Mean SD PRMI CC REC CG SAT 
PRMI 3.71 1.777 (0.696)     
CC 3.72 1.884 -0.386 (0.521)    
REC 4.15 1.508 .812 -0.338  (0.564)     
CG 4.60 1.743 .633 -0.490 .592 (0.745)   
SAT 4.33 1.460 .894 -0.561 .869 0.782 (0.761) 
(N=563), All values are significant at P<.01, Square root of AVE in shown in parentheses, where SD=Standard deviation, CR=Composite 
reliability, AVE= Average variance extracted, PRMI=Perceived relationship marketing investments REC= Reciprocity, CC=Customer 
cynicism, CG=Customer gratitude and SAT=Customer satisfaction,  
 
 
Path Analysis 
We test the effects of predictors (i.e. reciprocity, customer cynicism and perceived 
relationship marketing investment) on customer gratitude and then effects of the mediating 
variable (i.e. customer gratitude) on customer overall satisfaction. The relationships were 
modelled and tested using AMOS 23. The adequacy of this structural model was evaluated by 
fit indices which suggested that the structural model displayed good model fit to the data set 
with χ2 = 357.147, df = 84,  χ2/df = 4.252 (p<.01), CFI = 0.901,  IFI = 0.901, SRMR = .055, 
and RMSEA = 0.078. Path analysis reveals (See Table 3) that the impact of perceived 
relationship marketing investment has a positive impact on reciprocity (β = .331, p < .01) and 
negative impact on customer cynicism (β = -.390, p < .01). Customer gratitude has significant 
impact from customer-perceived relationship marketing investments (β = .456, p < .01), 
cynicism (β = -.287, p < .01) and reciprocity (β = .331, p < .01).  Gratitude further 
significantly impacts customer overall satisfaction (β =.968, p <.01). In short, all 
hypothesised relationships achieved significance. Variance explained in dependent variables 
ranges from 15.2 % (customer cynicism) to 93.8 % (customer overall satisfaction).  
 Table 3: Path analysis 
Hypotheses  Estimate Z- value Accepted/Rejected 
H1: Perceived relationship marketing 
investment has a direct positive impact on 
customer gratitude 
.456 3.887 Accepted 
H2: Perceived relationship marketing 
investment has a direct positive impact on 
reciprocity 
.817 10.701 Accepted 
H3: Reciprocity has a direct positive impact on 
customer gratitude .331 2.783 Accepted 
H4: Perceived relationship marketing 
investment has a direct negative impact on 
customer cynicism 
-.390 -5.151 Accepted 
H5: Customer cynicism has a direct negative 
impact on customer gratitude -.287 -4.548 
Accepted 
H6: Customer gratitude has a direct positive 
impact on customer overall satisfaction .968 11.076 
Accepted 
 (N=542), all values are significant at p<.01 
 
Figure 2: Path analysis of customer gratitude model 
  
Mediation Analysis 
 
Based on approach employed by Baron and Kenny (1986), we test direct and indirect 
effects for a mediation effect: (1) The relationship between the independent variable (IV) and 
dependent variable (DV) is represented by relationship ‘c’ in Table 4; (2) the relationship 
between IV and mediator variable (MV) is represented by relationship ‘a’ in Table 4); (3) the 
relationship between mediator  and the DV is represented by relationship ‘b’ in Table 3); and 
(4) the original relationship between the IV and the DV, when the mediator is added, is 
represented by relationship c* in Table 4. According to this approach, if direct effect of IV on 
DV gets non-significant after introducing mediator, it is full mediation. However, if direct 
effect of IV on DV reduces but remains significant, it is considered as partial mediation 
(Baron and Kenny, 1986). By employing the procedure mentioned above, we test the 
mediating role of customer gratitude on the relationships between customer cynicism, 
perceived relationship marketing investment, and reciprocity and customer overall 
satisfaction.  
Table 4: Mediated Role of Gratitude  
 
Mediation Independent 
variable (IV) 
Dependent 
variable  
(DV) 
A 
IV 
Gratitude  
 
b  
Gratitude 
DV 
c 
IVDV 
c* 
IVDV 
(Mediator 
Controlled) 
Type of 
Mediation  
Customer gratitude 
mediates the relationship 
between perceived 
relationship marketing 
investment and Customer 
overall satisfaction 
Perceived 
relationship 
marketing 
investment 
Customer 
overall 
satisfaction  
.350** .243** .382** .317* Partial 
 
Customer gratitude 
mediates the relationship 
between reciprocity and 
Customer overall 
satisfaction 
Reciprocity Customer 
overall 
satisfaction 
.214** .243** .356** -.013 
(non-
significant, 
p=.096) 
Full  
Customer gratitude 
mediates the relationship 
between customer 
cynicism and Customer 
overall satisfaction 
Customer 
cynicism 
Customer 
overall 
satisfaction 
-.284** .243** -.176** -.130**   Partial 
(N=542), all values are significant at p<.01 
 
Path Invariance  
 
 As the samples were collected from three different universities, path 
invariance across three university groups (Private, Semi-private, and Public) was tested. A 
multi-sample analysis for measurement invariance was conducted to establish invariance 
across three groups. The structural invariance test was subsequently used to test for the 
equality of structural covariances and factor variances. Non-significant paths were first 
removed from the structural model. The results demonstrated the difference in Chi-square 
was significant between the constrained and unconstrained models for the structural models 
(∆χ²= 1287.107/580 – 1211.264/540 = 75.843, df. =40; p< .01), thus indicating that the 
structural model was non-equivalent across three university groups. A constraint was applied 
to each path to get a new chi-square. Any chi-square (after constraining a relationship 
between the constructs) more than the calculated threshold (1215. 110/541) for 95% 
confidence interval) will be variant for a path by path analysis. Results indicate that using 
95% confidence, University group does moderate the path from customer cynicism to 
customer gratitude (χ² (260) = 560.634>557.950). Thus only this relationship is found to be 
different across three groups.   
 
Discussion 
 
While the majority of past research on customers’ relationships with service 
organisations has often been focused on the economic nature of the relationship, new work 
has begun to examine the emotion of gratitude in delivering positive outcomes for 
organisations (Fazal-e-Hasan et al., 2014). Initial gratitude research has primarily focused on 
the customers’ perceived value of an economic benefit rendered from an organisation as an 
implicit reason for a customer to feel grateful. Adopting a purely ‘economic benefit’ lens 
reinforces the paradigm that customers are all rational and utility-maximising and that their 
responses to a received or anticipated benefit will not be different. Most relationship 
marketing activities are a reflection of the same paradigm, in that customers feel grateful for 
the economic benefit they receive from the organisation. However, customers are inherently 
heterogeneous, experiencing different levels of cynicism and various levels of the normative 
pressure of reciprocity (Shen et al., 2011). This research concurs with the developing view to 
introducing customer cynicism and reciprocity into gratitude studies because customer 
cynicism and reciprocity may explain the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of customer-
directed economic benefits such as relationship investments (Raggio et al., 2014a).  
Research Implications 
Our results indicate a significant and positive relationship between reciprocity and 
customer gratitude. Unlike other motivations, such as ‘perceptions of the value of the brand’ 
or ‘relationship with the organisation’,  reciprocity does not involve optimistic expectations 
for an outcome (Gouldner, 1960), nor does it incorporate a consistent expectation of just, 
good, or non-harmful behaviour (Becker, 2005). Reciprocity does, however, catalyse the 
prescribed exchange process when a benefit from an organisation is rendered to its customers 
(Becker, 2014). Reciprocity as a catalyst of a reciprocal behaviour dealing with a relational 
transaction is distinct from the customer perceptions of benevolence and credibility of the 
service organisation (Ganesan, 1994), and thus has an independent and significant effect on 
gratitude. Our study identifies the link between reciprocity and customer gratitude, which will 
enable organisations to design benefit management programs that can accrue through 
reciprocal behaviour and can provide additional motivation for customers to reciprocate in 
relational exchange, over and above traditional, often economic motives. Knowing the 
intensity of the normative pressure of reciprocity and how to act to stabilize exchange 
relationships and respond to the benefits that both the parties derive from the exchange 
process may be critical, particularly in the early stages of a relationship where organisations 
and customers are known to be less forgiving of poor exchange episodes (Pervan et al., 
2009).  
Our results identified a negative relationship between customer cynicism and 
gratitude. Research over the past two decades has indicated that cynicism is rising in Western 
society, in general, and businesses, in particular, which increasingly impacts on customers’ 
decision-making and their emotional response to firms’ offerings (Leung et al., 2010). A 
number of studies show that customers who feel cynical towards an organisation, may not 
complain (Chebat and Slusarczyk, 2005), but merely stop patronising (Lee et al., 2009), 
switch to an alternative organisation (Bougie et al., 2003), or may exhibit rebellious or 
disruptive behaviour (Helm et al., 2015).  In these situations, in line with recommendations of 
Foreh and Grier (2003), cultivating gratitude is subject to some strategies that marketing 
managers should focus on. These strategies include, but not limited to, careful design of 
benefit management programs that essentially entail a component of goal congruence, 
relevance, consumer values, convenience and service recovery (Foreh and Grier, 2003). 
Positive customer perceptions of service recovery and after sales support have been found to 
be two most influential factors that can reduce cynicism. 
 
We further identified a significant and positive relationship between perceived 
marketing relationship investments and gratitude. While a number of studies identified the 
nature of this antecedents as economic (Odekerken-Schröder et al., 2003), this study asserts 
that if a customer perceives an organisation’s investments as a personal economic benefit or 
financial gain, rather than a relationship investment, they are not likely to experience 
affective responses such as gratitude (Gilliland and Bello, 2002). They may however 
experience continuance or calculative commitment, which is sustainable as long as the cost-
benefit analysis falls in favour of the customer. As such, rather than examining the 
customers’ perceptions of these individual activities, we measure their perceptions of the 
organisations’ investments, efforts and hard work in developing relationships. Managers 
should endeavour to allow customers to reciprocate while they (i.e. customers) experience a 
higher level of gratitude. This is because, at a higher level of gratitude, customers often return 
the favour that is far in excess than the benefit they receive from the firm (Cialdini and 
Goldstein, 2004). The return on relationship marketing investments is sensitive to customers’ 
perception of the seller’s benevolence in providing the benefit (Palmatier et al., 2009).  
 
Turning now to the consequences of gratitude, our results indicate significant and 
positive relationships between gratitude and overall satisfaction. The impact of positive 
affect such as gratitude on customer’s reactions to, and evaluations of, choices is well 
documented (Zerbe et al., 2008). From a customer’s perspective, the normative pressure of 
reciprocity might compel customers to reciprocate the benefit received from sellers. 
However, this is a weak explanation for why feelings of gratitude might motivate a customer 
to build and maintain a relationship with an organisation. In such a case, gratitude is likely to 
stimulate some cognitive mechanisms to build and/or maintain the relationships between 
customers and organisations. This research provides evidence that overall satisfaction is a 
mechanism that has a potential to warrant long-term relationships with organisations. 
 
When combined with its relationship with overall satisfaction, gratitude appears to 
have the ability to impact cognitive mechanisms. The complex interpersonal dynamics 
associated with grateful submissions and expressions may be considered as ‘double-edged 
sword’ (Spandler et al., 2000). Apparently gratitude takes the form of an emotional response 
to benefits received, but it (gratitude) may carry some hidden meaning of going too far with 
the benefactor (organisation in case of commercial relationship), both as to reciprocate the 
benefit and avoid possible guilt associated with failure to repay for the gain, or in the hope 
that future interactions with the benefactor may generate some more pleasing benefits. 
 
Customer overall satisfaction is a cognition-based affective response, as such, 
involves problem-solving and decision-making processes (Evanschitzky et al., 2006, Meyer 
and Allen, 1991). A customer is likely to complete their information processing before 
visiting the service firm. With an extra benefit received or anticipated, the customer may feel 
grateful, and this gratitude may function through some cognitive constructs such as 
satisfaction, which are mainly responsible for overcoming the risks associated with 
purchasing a service.  Furthermore, previous research suggests that customer overall 
satisfaction is established over time but may deteriorate quickly (Young, 2006, Zaheer et al., 
1998). Whereas, gratitude is felt quickly after the receipt of a benefit and customers may 
remain grateful even after having a problem with a service that has already been purchased 
but does not come up to the customer expectation (Simon et al., 2015). This may be a reason 
why customers’ positive attitudes and behaviours with a service provider develop after a 
reasonable span of time and require gratitude to function through overall satisfaction. 
Therefore a future study might examine the mediated role of customer overall satisfaction for 
explaining the relationship between customer gratitude and customer positive attitudes and 
behaviours towards the firm (Mishra, 2016, Fazal-E-Hansan et al., 2011, Kim et al., 2010).  
 
It is suggested that when customer gratitude impacts cognition-focussed mechanisms 
such as overall satisfaction, customers evaluate the net benefit and cost that they incur while 
making a transaction and receiving benefits from the organisation. The cognitive processes 
help customers gain knowledge about the service or the organisation, and as an outcome of 
this knowledge and perceived alternatives and/choices, customers may perceive relationship 
marketing investments as a purely economic gain, which inhibits further cultivation of 
gratitude or other consequences of gratitude such as customers satisfaction and other pro 
organisations attitudes and behaviours. 
 
Managerial implications 
Service teams who interact with customers should endeavour to understand customer 
gratitude in relational exchanges. Relationship marketing activities often fail because they are 
designed for self-serving purposes (i.e. data collection) or are based on purely economic 
outcomes, such as discounts, which may encourage short term calculative commitment. While 
some managers may be happy to exploit the short term effects of calculative commitment, for 
a customer, this level of commitment only remains viable while the cost-benefit analysis falls 
in favour. This current research confines itself to examining customers’ perceptions of the 
investments of resources, time and effort, rather than the activities themselves. For example, 
a car wash service that provides free samples of paint protection products and advice to 
customers, or a cinema manager who employs extra staff to assist customers to their seats. 
These interactions are observed by customers and come with a cost to the organisation, be 
that time, wages, effort or financial costs. While these added efforts and investments in 
developing mutually beneficial relationship are not tied to actual service being purchased 
(washing a car, watching a movie) they are considered by the customer as the extra effort a 
service organisation invests into developing the relationship.      
 
Managers should invest in relevant relationship marketing activities that infer 
benevolence and integrity. In relation to cynical or sceptical customers, in line with 
suggestions proposed by Dean et al. (1998), managers should ensure programs communicate 
a sense of integrity. So, offering a workshop or advice on how to apply polish and maintain 
the quality of ‘shine’ on a customers’ vehicle has no immediate financial benefit for the 
organisation and may in fact may reduce the frequency of visit to the car wash by the 
customer. Customers perceive the benevolence of this investment in the relationship, which in 
turn cultivates gratitude towards to firm. To leverage maximum gratitude, managers should 
avoid developing and communicating unrealistically high expectations from relationship 
marketing communications, which may, in turn, lead customers to experience increased 
levels of disappointment or cynicism. Further, managers should understand that marketing 
resources, if not invested timely, may cause an activity to be perceived as ineffective and 
undervalued by the customers. Investments in relationships need to be delivered immediately, 
at the point of the service transaction. Such as a hair dresser who takes extra time after the 
hair cut to educate the customer on how to care for their new style, or provides them with a 
colour guide or product sample. When the service provided and the investment in the 
relationship are separated, customers fail to connect the two elements. Therefore, service 
managers should strive to get maximum out of these investments, resources, time and effort, 
rather than the activities themselves. 
 
Similarly, service employees should be trained to exhibit benevolent and helpful 
behaviours, which will encourage customers to feel grateful. For instance, an employee who 
provides a refund without a purchase receipt or directs a customer to a competitor, as they are 
unable to provide the required service, can invoke customer gratitude. Customers understand 
that each of these examples have no immediate benefit to the service organisation, however 
demonstrates a firm who is willing to invest in benevolent acts to maintain or develop 
relationships with their customer (the cost of the refund is borne by the firm). Indeed many 
gratitude generating moments do not incur significant financial costs if policies are 
benevolently customer oriented (Spreitzer and Sonenshein, 2004). Service organisations 
should design procedures that allow the ‘rules to be bent’ reasonably by their employees, 
allowing employees the flexibility to offer something ‘a little extra’ to their customers. 
Managers should not limit the scope of gratitude to transaction-specific or point-of-sale 
situations alone. Gratitude may be a powerful indicator of customer satisfaction in pre-
purchase and post-purchase scenarios as well. For instance, a prospective customer is more 
likely to feel grateful toward an organisation if they voluntarily provide expert advice and 
information during initial contact, rather than aggressive sales tactics. For post-purchase and 
service recovery scenarios, the affective response of gratitude can be used as a gauge for 
continued or lost attitudinal and behavioural loyalty towards the organisation. Therefore 
relationship marketing investments should not deal with solely the purchase phase; rather, 
these investments should be extended to pre- and post-purchase situations to win customer 
gratitude. 
 
When considering that benefits received once by customers may then become an 
essential determinant of value or even entitlement in subsequent encounters, designing 
relationship marketing programs can be challenging. Service managers, therefore, should 
focus on the co-creation and co-production of value by developing a better understanding 
their employees, customers, and the nature of the relationship between them. Accordingly, 
our model of customer gratitude may also provide insights for service managers to 
understand and analyse the behaviour base of both customers and employees as a result of 
felt gratitude. 
Limitations and future research directions 
The results of this study, while important, are bound by some limitations, which may be 
fruitful for future research.  Due to the cross-sectional nature of this research, this study does 
not capture long-term feelings of customer gratitude. Longitudinal research would, therefore, 
be of benefit to add to claims about causality. While student data has been demonstrated in 
many studies to be reliable and valid (Mishra, et al., 2016; Palmatier, 2009), the collection of 
such data places some limitations on the generalisation of the findings of this study. The 
current study has been limited regarding focussing on the merely emotional response of 
gratitude. Moving forward, the customer gratitude model may be extended by incorporating 
behaviours such as purchase frequency. Further, an understanding of the customer gratitude 
model will help service practitioners to analyse what goes on ‘behind the scenes’ when 
substantial marketing budgets do not produce desirable outcomes. Finally, consider the 
concept of ‘feeling welcome’. Many organisations say that one of their key customer-related 
objectives is to make customers feel understood, welcomed, valued and appreciated when 
they visit or interact with employees. What should businesses do (or what could they do) to 
make customers feel welcome? Is feeling welcome a function of customer gratitude for 
business behaviours, customer perceptions, or endogenous variables? Intuitively, these would 
seem to be important and practical questions, but ‘welcoming’ research has not focused on 
these issues. Is customer gratitude a construct that may be relevant to this area? (Martin and 
Adams, 1999). This is another much needed emerging avenue from gratitude literature for 
future research. 
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